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McMahon, Brendan C. Iridescence & the Image: Material Thinking in the
Early Modern Spanish World. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2025, 224 pp. 68 ills.

The capacity to see was frequently equated with the capacity to know in the
visual culture of the early modern Spanish Empire. However, as Brendan C.
McMahon argues in his illuminating volume, this reliance on ocular evidence was
complicated by materials that appeared to be in a state of constant flux. McMahon
presents the first comprehensive art historical study examining the cultural legacy
of iridescence in early modern Iberia and New Spain. He posits that mutable color
(found in shot silks [or tornasol], hummingbird feathers, opals, mother of pearl,
and shells) served a purpose much deeper than mere ornament. Instead, these
substances were central to “material thinking”, serving as epistemological tools that
navigated the profound tension between empirical observation and deep skepticism
about the reliability of the human senses (6,16).

A defining strength of this book is its transdisciplinary methodology. Rather
than limiting his narrative to the artist’s studio, the author reconstructs a complex
intellectual web that connects multiple media by drawing on evidence from printed
scientific texts, emblem books, theological treatises, political commentaries, plays,
and poetry. In this context, art and material culture were essential for bridging the
vast physical distances between the Iberian Peninsula and the Americas. Yet, the
author suggests that iridescent materials introduced a particular crisis of perception.
By tracking these shifting colors, the book charts a fascinating conundrum in which
these substances directly “provide visual evidence of the unreliability of visual
evidence itself” (16).

Structured thematically rather than strictly chronologically, the text maps
the “tangled processes” of how color variances were perceived across the Atlantic
(17). The first chapter anchors its discussion in the studio practice of Antonio de
Pereda. McMahon analyzes representations of tornasol, or shot fabric, in works
such as his Allegory of Vanity (1634-35, Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum). The
author argues these depictions were not merely displays of technical virtuosity but
also served to “demonstrat[e] skill and creat[e] a visual emblem of artistic identity
in response to competition” (5). By fixing the changing perception of color in oil
paint, Pereda transformed painting into a commentary on illusionism. Iridescence
is presented as a crucial lesson in viewing, in which the object’s physical instability
constantly reminds the viewer that perspective is contingent on their position
relative to it.

Moving across the Atlantic, the second chapter examines the collision of
European and Indigenous epistemologies in Mexico City. McMahon challenges the
notion that shifting colors served merely as a “cultural bridge” (18). Through texts
like the Florentine Codex, the author reveals how the translation of “mutable color”
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exposed deep ontological rifts. While European Neo-stoic thought associated
iridescence with fickleness, indigenous Nahuatl concepts linked the ephemerality
of feathers to the cyclical nature of the cosmos.

Chapter three returns to the political landscape of Spain, focusing on Diego
de Saavedra Fajardo and his political treatises. Here, tornasol engages with the
philosophical tradition of skepticism. McMahon shows how the ever-changing hues
of silk were employed metaphorically to discuss deceptive court politics and
dangers facing the Spanish monarchy. Through archival evidence and a reading of
Pereda’s The Relief of Genoa, the book demonstrates how iridescent fabrics
materialized illusion and disillusionment to “cast direct doubt on the veridicality of
sight” (71).

The focus of chapter four shifts to featherwork, specifically the
hummingbird plumage used in religious imagery from Michoacan. McMahon
argues that the “pluralized viewing experience” offered by these objects linked
them to optical illusions like anamorphosis (19). By requiring the viewer to move
to resolve the image, these objects exposed the fictions inherent in representation.
Local Indigenous painters capitalized on these forms to meet European desires
while creatively embedding their own material understandings.

The final chapter synthesizes these themes within the sacred realm.
McMabhon illustrates how theologians exploited the pearlescent chromatics of opal
and shot silk to explain the ineffable. At the same time, figural representation
struggled to depict the Holy Trinity; the phenomenon of multiple colors coexisting
within a single unity offered a perfect analogy. In sum, Iridescence & the Image is
a compelling investigation into the crisis of perception that defined the Spanish
world. McMahon compellingly demonstrates that materials were active agents in
generating knowledge. This exceptional book is a vital contribution to scholarship
in Iberian early modern visual studies, offering a nuanced view of a complex empire
wrestling with the reality of transience itself.

Lisandra Estevez
Winston-Salem State University
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